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their livelihoods. Examples include 
coastal mangrove swamps protecting 
fisheries and coastlines in tropical 
areas including Kenya (see Curr. 
Biol. 19, R539–R540) and rainforests 
in Oceania (see this issue, page 
R497–R498). But how can one transfer 
these local success stories to the 
global scale? How can the international 
community ensure its conservation 
efforts will get better marks at the end 
of the second decade of the century 
than they got after the first?
And another report published last 
month adds to the concern about 
future prospects for biodiversity 
conservation. BirdLife International 
have been studying the biodiversity 
efforts in Europe, a continent with 
some of the strongest commitments to 
the UN’s 2010 biodiversity targets. 
But the launch of the report got off 
to a gloomy start last month when 
the organisation officially announced 
the extinction of the Alaotra grebe in 
Madagascar. The bird, similar to the 
European little grebe, inhabited only 
a tiny area in the east of Madagascar. 
Its numbers declined after carnivorous 
fish were introduced into the 
freshwater lakes where it lived and 
fishermen began to use nylon gillnets 
which caught and drowned the birds.
BirdLife International, which compiles 
the red lists of endangered species, 
finds increasing numbers of species 
moving closer towards extinction. 
Back in Europe, the organisation 
found things less than rosy. Pressure 
on wildlife and ecosystems is still high, 
with agriculture, transport, energy and 
urban development identified as the 
most important drivers of biodiversity 
loss, the report says.
The organisation found that forest 
birds are the only group to be in good 
condition across much of the EU. Only 
17 per cent of the habitats and species 
other than birds surveyed are in a 
favourable condition.
The organisation also finds that EU 
international legislation, integration 
of biodiversity into sectorial policies 
and land-use planning and enforcing 
protection for those species on 
national Red Lists are all considered 
inadequate while national biodiversity 
strategies are highly insufficient.
Plans to develop networks of 
protected areas, both on land and at 
sea, were also found to be incomplete 
or insufficient.
The organisation found that national 
bird monitoring within the EU was 
good, but in contrast to national 
biodiversity monitoring and research, 
both seen as inadequate.
But, in spite of the overall gloom, the 
organisation found examples of best 
practice and localised success stories 
“that send an important message to 
the EU”.
Some of the most threatened 
groups of birds, such as birds of 
prey, are recovering, “indicating the 
effectiveness of targeted conservation 
action,” they report.
“The message is clear: the EU needs 
to take rapid and decisive action if it 
wants to turn the tide on the deepening 
biodiversity crisis,” the report says. 
“Do we have the will and the courage 
to take action before it’s too late?”
The Nagoya meeting is set 
to draw up new targets 
for the next ten years. If 
the current Convention on 
 Biological Diversity report is 
any indication, the guidelines 
for the next decade will spell 
out clear economic rewards 
for action, and penalties for 
 inaction.
BirdLife International believes that 
missing the 2010 target is not a reason 
for the EU to lower its ambitions, but 
rather the opposite: “we must now go 
beyond this and start recovering and 
restoring what has already been lost.”
All eyes will be on the CBD meeting 
at Nagoya (Japan) in October this 
year. The TEEB working group will 
present its full report by that time, 
which will include clear examples of 
the economic cost of biodiversity loss 
and demonstrate how conserving 
biodiversity can be a sound investment 
and critical to our future survival. The 
Nagoya meeting is set to draw up new 
targets for the next ten years. If the 
current CBD report is any indication, 
the guidelines for the next decade will 
spell out clear economic rewards for 
action, and penalties for inaction. If 
politicians and business leaders get 
the message, we may still be able to 
avert the worst. 
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk.
Only 60 years ago, the island of 
Borneo, politically split between 
Malaysia, Indonesia, and the sultanate 
of Brunei, was almost completely 
covered by tropical rainforest. 
Logging and conversion of land into 
palm oil plantations has already 
destroyed large parts of the forest. If 
destruction went ahead unchecked, 
the pristine rainforest may disappear 
completely by 2020, as it has already 
disappeared on the smaller island of 
Sumatra. 
Ideally, of course, one would want 
to stop the deforestation at once 
and save what’s left of the forests. 
However, both the timber value of 
the tallest trees in the forests and 
the profits to be made from palm oil 
plantations are powerful economic 
incentives driving the destruction 
further, even in violation of existing 
legislation. 
In an attempt to save at least a 
viable core of highland rainforest, 
the WWF launched the “Heart of 
Borneo” initiative in 2007, persuading 
all three countries on the island to 
protect a continuous mountainous 
inland area of 220,000 km2 
surrounding the shared borders from 
exploitation. All three governments 
have made commitments to improve 
the management of protection 
measures in this area, to develop 
ecotourism, and sustainable resource 
management. 
What is now known as the Heart 
of Borneo is one of the world’s 
richest areas in biodiversity, much of 
which remains uncharted. Since the 
2007 agreement alone, researchers 
exploring this area have discovered 
more than 120 new species, according 
to a WWF report released in April. 
Elsewhere, particularly in the 
lowlands of Borneo, and in the 
Indonesian part of the island, there 
are large areas where nothing remains 
to be protected and restoration is the 
only hope. Near the town of Samboja, 
in Indonesia, Dutch biologist Willie 
Smits has launched a project trying 
to rebuild rainforest from scratch in 
an area that has been devastated 
by mining, logging, droughts, and 
wildfires. 
Biodiversity 2010: Projects in Borneo 
are providing examples of rainforest 
management. Michael Gross reports.
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degradation) scheme (see Curr. Biol. 
20, R217– R218). 
Meanwhile, in the Malaysian part 
of the island, Glen Reynolds studies 
the biodiversity that remains in the 
forests torn and fragmented by 
logging and land conversion, aiming 
to understand how these ecosystems 
respond to human intervention and 
to climate change. The South East 
Asia Rainforest Research Programme 
(SEARRP) was launched by the UK’s 
Royal Society in 1985, and in the last 
few years it has also involved groups 
of volunteer helpers recruited by 
Earthwatch Institute. 
Three quarters of the Danum Valley 
area, where Reynolds conducts his 
research programme, are managed for 
timber production. Only small patches 
of pristine forest remain, while some 
secondary or managed forests have 
been cleared for palm oil or rubber 
plantations. This mixture of different 
The restoration project is mainly 
aimed at providing a habitat for  
orang-utans, an iconic species 
inspiring conservationists from around 
the world. The plan is to provide a 
forest habitat so rich in fruit that  
orang-utans can live at a higher density 
than they would in pristine forests. This 
aspect, along with the considerable 
cost of the project, has drawn some 
criticism from other environmental 
groups. Some activists have argued 
that the funds would be better spent 
trying to slow down further losses of 
habitats, rather than creating artificial 
ones. Encouraging news on that 
front was the recent announcement 
by the Indonesian government that 
it would suspend new concessions 
for forest clearing for at least two 
years. This is part of a cash deal the 
country has agreed with Norway under 
the United Nation’s REDD (reduced 
emissions from deforestation and 
Pristine: Efforts are under way to protect original tracts of the Bornean rainforest and better 
manage replantings. (Photo: Jen Alger.) 
types of land use, says Reynolds, 
makes the Danum Valley an ideal 
site for comparative studies of the 
biodiversity and resilience of these 
ecosystems. 
“The key message from 25 years of 
research in that area,” says Reynolds, 
“is how much biodiversity is supported 
even in degraded forests.” He reckons 
that “the bulk of the biodiversity 
remaining in lowland Borneo is now 
found in degraded and managed 
forests.” 
The bulk of the biodiversity 
remaining in lowland Borneo 
is now found in degraded and 
managed forests.
In response to this finding, the 
focus of research and conservation 
efforts in his programme has now 
shifted to showing how the remaining 
forest patches can be beneficial for 
the plantation industry, thus creating 
strong arguments to stop people from 
clearing the leftover forests altogether. 
For instance, the research has 
shown that keeping the slopes and 
river banks under forest cover helps 
to keep erosion at bay, which also 
benefits the plantations. 
Studying insect species, small 
trees, and plant–animal interactions, 
Reynolds says, his research has 
shown that even the plantations aren’t 
green deserts and can maintain a 
certain level of biodiversity if managed 
appropriately. “We need to engage with 
the plantation industry to ensure they 
use sustainable practices,” he says. 
Borneo’s wildlife will also suffer from 
climate change, which is expected 
to produce more frequent and more 
severe El Niño events leading to severe 
droughts. Conversely more severe La 
Niña events may produce rainstorms 
that could lead to dramatic loss of soil 
and nutrients due to erosion. Together 
with the Earthwatch volunteers, 
Reynolds is now trying to establish 
how these changes will affect the 
fragmented tropical landscapes, and 
how their resilience can be improved. 
First results from this research are 
expected in a few years.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk.
